
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

���� ���� � � ��  Learn to do Acrylic Painting. 

 
Over the next 25 sessions I am going to show 
you how to paint in acrylics in a whole variety of 
different ways and styles. We’ll learn how to 
paint both realistically and like the 
impressionists, we will see how to use colour, 
tone and texture to enhance our paintings and 
take them out of the ordinary. We’ll use acrylics 
as if they were watercolours or oils, and we will 
work at them with brushes and knives. We will 
be painting landscapes, still life and also have 
a go at a portrait, and I will introduce you to 
several different and imaginative ways of 
building a painting from scratch. 
So get ready for an exciting time!  
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But first, a little about what acrylics are, and why they are so great to use.   
 
Acrylics were developed for industrial use in the 1920’s in the United States but it was only from the 1950’s that 
they became available for artists.  They were found to be easy to control, dried fast, and could be used on a 
whole variety of surfaces and this suited the newly emerging Pop artists such as Andy Warhol and Roy 
Lichstenstein. In the 1960’s acrylic paints began to be popular in Europe and artists like David Hockney began to 
explore their potential, some even switching from painting in oils to painting in acrylics.   
 
Nowadays acrylic paint has entered the mainstream of art and is available in a vast range of colours and types, 
making it a very popular medium for painting. The range of techniques that can be used with this paint, the 
creative effects you can produce, the fact that you can complete a painting in a short period, and the lack of set 
procedures that you have to use, means that acrylics have become an easy and exciting medium that will stand 
the test of time. 
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For this course I have tried to limit the amount of materials and bits of equipment that you will need so that 
you don’t have to go out and spend, spend, spend. However there are some basic things you will need to 
get and these will see you through the complete course. Here they are: 

 

� � �� � � 	
 You will need just 10 tubes of colour, and from these we will mix the rest. There are two blues, 
two yellows, two reds and two ‘earth’ colours, as well as black and white. I use Winsor & Newton Galeria 
paints which I find to be inexpensive and just the right consistency. They will water down well to provide 
thin layers and also can be used straight from the tube for more impasto effects. 
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You will need plenty of white, 
so buy a large tube! 
 
There are several whites on 
the market (Chinese white, 
zinc white etc..) but buy 
titanium white if you can 
because this mixes well to 
lighten other colours and can 
also be used on it’s own for 
highlights.  
 
 
There are also several blacks, 
but choose mars black as 
this is a good all rounder. 


 � � � � �� 	 You will need two types of brush - 
bristle brushes made from hog’s hair, and also soft 
synthetic hair brushes.  
 
Bristle brushes: 4 brushes will be enough for the 
course – I use a no. 9 round, a no. 5 round, a no. 1 
round and a no. 8 flat (1/2”). Any mix of brushes 
that will give you a good range of sizes will be fine. 
For the soft haired synthetic brushes I use a 
no.12 round, no. 8 round and a no. 3 round (all 
Galeria brushes from Winsor & Newton, and also a 
3/8” (10mm) flat. (Again, any selection of brushes 
of various sizes will do.)  
 

Hog bristle 
brushes 

Synthetic 
hair brushes 
(soft) 

� � ��� � �
 � � �� �� 	 These come in a whole variety of 
shapes, sizes and prices, but I find these very cheap plastic 
ones are just as good as the more expensive metal knives.  
Choose a selection of shapes and sizes to experiment with.  

� � � � � � � � 	 A support is just a technical term for the surface you paint onto.  
Acrylic paint will adhere to almost anything, so you can choose form many 
different types of support. Artists generally tend to opt for one of three different 
types; paper, canvas or wood, and for this course the choice is yours!  
 
Paper: Either a good watercolour paper, or paper that is especially designed for 
acrylics and often has a ‘canvas’ style textured surface, such as the Galeria 
paper shown here.  
Canvas: You can buy canvas board which is made of a sheet of canvas glued to 
a cardboard backing to make a stiff sheet, or canvas ready mounted on a wooden 
frame, which gives a flexible surface. 
Wood: Plywood, MDF, Fibreboard or hardboard make good solid and cheap 
supports if first coated with Gesso primer.  

A note: Do not use your best watercolour brushes for 
acrylic painting. Acrylics are water soluble when wet, but if 
they are allowed to dry on your brush they will become 
totally waterproof and plastic-like and will ruin the brush. 
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 � � ��� � �� 	 There are two types of 
palette that you can use. The first is for short term 
use and the second will keep the paint useable for 
many days. 
 
Short term Palettes:  Acrylic paint dries quickly and 
so soon because unusable, and therefore I tend to 
use palettes that can be crumpled up and thrown 
away at the end of the painting session when the 
paint has begun to dry out. I use either acrylic paper 
palettes as shown below (these are pads of tear off 
sheets of non-absorbent paper), or my own 
handmade palettes made from a sheet of 
greaseproof kitchen paper or tracing paper.  

Stay wet palettes: (see above). These allow the paint to remain moist for 
several days – or even weeks – so that you can come back to your painting 
over a longer period. They are made up of a shallow plastic tray, into which fits 
a base layer of absorbent paper. This is dampened with water, and then a 
piece of non-absorbent paper is laid on top to form the palette. If you buy these 
palettes they also come with a clear plastic lid to keep everything moist.  
An alternative to buying such a palette is to make one at home, using an empty 
ice cream tub or similar plastic container, kitchen roll, tissue or some other 
absorbent paper for the base layer, greaseproof paper or tracing paper for the 
‘palette’ , and a lid.  

Plastic tray 

Absorbent 
paper 

Non-absorbant  
paper palette 

Plastic 
Lid 

And finally � �� � � 
 � � �� �� 	  This is really hand stuff for painting onto any 
support surface that is absorbent (such as wood and un-primed canvas). It forms 
a good surface for the paint to stick to and stops the first layers of acrylic paint 
sinking into the support. You can also use it to create a canvas effect or a rough 
surface for texture.  

You will also need two water jars, (one 
for washing brushes and one for clean 
water), and a good supply of rags or 
paper kitchen roll for wiping brushes 
and cleaning up.  
 

You may find that you want 
to use an easel of some 
sort so that you can paint 
with the support being 
almost vertical. This will 
also allow you to step back 
frequently to look at your 
painting from a distance. 
This will really help you to 
see what’s going on and 
what changes or additions 
need to be made to your 
painting.   
 
If you don’t have an easel 
you can just prop your 
painting up against a pile of 
books or something similar 
on a table top. 
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Step 1.  
Draw out your colour wheel onto any white support. I 
used watercolour paper for this exercise.  
 
The wheel is made up of two concentric circles (draw 
around two different sized plates or bowls with a pencil, 
making the wheel about 6”-8” (15cm-20cm) across). 
Then add a spot roughly in the centre and draw three 
lines out from this to bisect the two circles as shown.  
 
Then write on the names of the six colours in the same 
order as I have them here.  

Step 2. 
Using your flat bristle brush, paint a patch of cadmium red 
into the top right area as shown here. You probably won’t 
need to water your paint down at all unless you are using a 
very thick acrylic (some makes of acrylic paint have the 
consistency of toothpaste and will need a drop of water 
added to them to make them workable). Be sure to wash out 
your brush very well after use.  
 
Then paint a similar sized patch of alizarin crimson at the top 
left.  
Finally paint in patches of the yellows and blues as well.  
 
Your wheel should now look like figure 2.  
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Each of our primary colours (red, 
blue and yellow) has a particular bias 
towards a secondary colour (orange, 
green and purple). Look at the paint 
blobs on the left.  The arrows show 
the secondary colours that are 
contained within the primaries.  
 
So, both cerulean blue and lemon 
yellow are biased towards green. 
Ultramarine blue and alizarin crimson 
are biased towards purple, and 
cadmium red and cadmium yellow 
are biased towards orange.  
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In this section we will be learning a little about our six primary 
paint colours (our two reds, two blues and two yellows), and 
how we can use them to mix secondary colours (green, orange 
and purple), and we will be painting a colour wheel that we will 
use as a reference to help us in the following lessons.  
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Step 3. 
Now mix a bright orange from cadmium red and cadmium 
yellow. Try to make your orange look half way between red and 
yellow.  
 
Why is this orange bright? Because cadmium red has an orange 
bias (look at it carefully and you will see that it looks a bit 
orangey) and cadmium yellow also has an orange bias (it looks 
like an orangey yellow). So by mixing an orange-red with an 
orange-yellow we get a nice bright orange.  

Step 4. 
Now try mixing an orange from the outer pair of colours as shown 
here. This time you should make a duller orange. (The amount of 
difference between this and the bright orange will depend on the 
make of paint you are using.) 
 
Why is this orange a duller colour? Because neither the red nor 
the yellow we are using have any orange in them. The red (alizarin 
crimson) has a bias towards purple, and the lemon yellow has a 
bias towards green. So when they are mixed together they do 
produce an orange (because they are red and yellow), but not a 
very bright one, because they naturally don’t contain any orange in 
themselves. 
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Step 5. 
Now do the same with the greens. 
 
Firstly mix a bright green from the cerulean blue (a greenish blue) 
and the lemon yellow (a greenish yellow).  
This green is bright because both the primary colours contain an 
element of green in them.] 
 
Then try a duller green made from the other pairing of ultramarine 
blue (a purple-blue) and cadmium yellow (an orange-yellow). This 
green will be dull because neither of the primary colours used to 
make it have any bias towards green.  
 
Do you see how we are beginning to be able to control our colour 
mixing, as we understand why it works?  
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Step 6. 
Now to our last mixes: the purples.  
 
Start by mixing the bright purple from ultramarine blue and alizarin 
crimson (both of which have a bias towards purple), and then try 
the dull purple made from cerulean blue and cadmium red. You 
will need to add a little white to the mixes here to stop them being 
too dark.  
 
Do you understand why you are getting the colours you are? 
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Now try this exercise which lets us see all the colour range that can be produced from two primary colours 
mixed together. Our colour wheel has two primary colours, with just one mid-range secondary colour 
mixed from them. For instance cerulean blue and lemon yellow and a secondary colour that has been 
made from an even mix of the two (a bright green that is midway between the two).  
 
But there are far more colours that we can mix from these two primaries. Look at the colour strip above 
(Figure 1). In between cerulean blue (a) and bright green (c) there are a whole range of blue greens and in 
between lemon yellow (b) and bright green (c) there are a whole range of yellow greens. These are 
perhaps easier to see if we pull some of them out of the colour strip as below (Fig. 2). 

We can see these colours even more clearly if 
we clump them together as in Fig. 3 below. 
 
Can you see many of them in the Fig. 4 which is 
a detail from the woodland scene from page 1?  

a c b 

Fig. 1 

Fig. 2 

Fig. 3 

Fig 4. 

� � � �� � � ��� �� � �� ���� ����� �������� � � ��������
 
1. Choose any two primary colours from the colour wheel 
and paint a stripe with as many variations of colour as you 
can. Try and get a smooth gradation from one to the other 
and see how many colours you can make. If you like you 
can cut your finished stripe into pieces as I have done and 
this will help you see just how many variations of colour 
you have achieved. 
 
2. Repeat this process with as many different primary 
colour pairs as you like.  
 
 
3. Then have a go at painting a small woodland scene 
using some of the secondary colours you have made.  


